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Our presentation will concern itself with early manifestations of stochastic music in the
developments of Xenakis’ theories and practice. Taking the composer’s first published text on
the subject (Xenakis 1956) as a reference point, we will proceed from the work that
immediately preceded it, Metastasis for orchestra (1953-1954), rather than, as is more usual,
towards the work it directly refers to, Pithoprakta for orchestra (1955-1956).
As is explicitly expresses in its overall form, Metastasis articulates two radically different types
of material. Intertwined glissandi textures in the first and last sections are opposed, without
necessarily occurring independently, to serially inspired progressions in the middle section.
With these, Xenakis not only inaugurates a central opposition of his musical universe–that
which occurs between continuous and discontinuous sounds (or textures)–but also summons
into center stage the idea of a musical progression built both through continuous
transformations and in the continuity of time.
Our reading of Metastasis will concentrate on these later aspects. They will be considered not
only as they appear in the work itself, but also as reflections of more general questions within
Xenakis’ compositional universe. These concern both the “operational” level, with the wish to
expand on the means of obtaining “continuous” types of progressions, as well as a more
“epistemological” one, with the necessity to (re)define the notion of similarity in a way that is
compatible within these new confines.
The introduction of concepts from probability theory and the first application of what Xenakis
later called “stochastic music” will then be read as providing provisional answers to these
questions.
Setting our eyes beyond Pithoprakta, we will close our presentation with speculations on how
later compositions by Xenakis could also be considered as providing, to use the composer’s
own formulation, “answers to arrays of questions” (Xenakis 1979:19) The middle to long-term
horizon of such research would be the restoration a continuity within the developments of
Xenakis practice, offering what we hope would be a more unified perspective on his musical
universe in general.
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